Social and demographic characteristics of patients admitted to a palliative care unit.
In this retrospective study we reviewed the charts of 169 consecutive admissions to the Palliative Care Unit, Edmonton General Hospital. Demographic and social characteristics of patients were assessed in order to determine the likelihood that the patients could be managed at home according to currently available services. The mean age of the population was 65 +/- 12 years, 97 (57%) were women, they had a variety of cancers with major prevalence of the most frequent adult tumors, and 72% of patients were coming from acute care hospitals. Each patient had an average of 2.7 +/- 1.8 children (median = 3), a mean of 0.18 +/- 0.6 dependents (median = 0), a mean of 1 +/- 0.9 support persons at home (median = 1), and a mean of 2.6 +/- 1 support persons outside the household (median = 2). Of a total of 119 main caregivers who lived in the same household as the patient, 69 (58%) were not able to take care of the patient. Only 27 patients (16%) considered that there were major financial problems, and all 169 patients had universal health care available (95 patients had additional private health care coverage). Of 125 patients who were asked where they preferred to die, 112 (90%) stated that they did not want to die at home. Our data suggest that the lack of family support and lack of intensive home care services are the main obstacles to home care of terminally ill cancer patients in our province. Home care services as currently available are not able to care for a large number of patients with terminal cancer. More prospective research into this subject is badly needed.